Attenuation of antipredator defensive behavior in rats following chronic treatment with imipramine.
The anxiety/defense test battery has been developed to assess defensive reactions in rats to situations associated with a natural predator, the domestic cat. This comprises three paradigms designed to study the effects of cat exposure on general activity and location with respect to the cat (proxemic avoidance), the effects of cat exposure on non-defensive consummatory behavior, and the behavioral response to cat odor. In the present study subjects were exposed to 21 days pretreatment with imipramine (0, 5, and 15 mg/kg), before being assessed in the three experimental paradigms (carried out over a total period of 7 days). Imipramine treatment was maintained on a daily basis during the 7 days taken to complete the series of tests. The data indicated a behaviorally specific profile consistent with anxiety/fear reduction, but not with sedation, in three different paradigms, following treatment with 15 mg/kg imipramine. These behavioral changes included a reduction in freezing, proxemic avoidance and a disinhibition of suppressed feeding in response to cat presentation. Similarly, imipramine treatment (15 mg/kg) significantly reduced behaviors associated with risk assessment (e.g. flat back approach, stretch attend) during presentation of a cat odor stimulus. This behavioral profile suggests that chronic pretreatment with imipramine produces an attenuation of antipredator defensive behavior.